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LEAPIN' LIZARDS! 


by Harvey Kurtzman 





hat Annie (circa 1924) is trying to say about R. 
Crumb (circa 1971) is this: In the first primitive 


years of the funny papers, the comics were con- 
cerned for the most part with delicate power adjust- 
ments between related individuals in a cohesive society, 
and if you don’t believe that, just reread carefully prac- 
tically any Twenties’ comic strip. During the Depression 
and the War, society broke up and the comics reflected 
violent struggles for supremacy between hostile individ- 
uals or special-interest groups, like criminals or Japa- 
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nese. In recent years, with all coherence gone from the 
body politic, the buried fantasies of comic artists’ brain- 
stems have welled up into a kaleidoscope of personal 
visions. And all of this is shown in the following eig* 
pages of selections from the vast collection of conn 
seur Woody Gelman. For further evidence, The : 
York Cultural Center will mount an exhibition - 
comics prepared by historian Maurice Horn in August 
and September of this year. America’s psychic past is in 
these sketches; the future is on the drawing boards today 


LITTLE ORPHAN ANNIE: Reprinted through the court 
of The Chicago Tribune-N.Y. News Syndicate, Inc. 





THE EARLIEST COMIC CHARACTERS (immedi- _ politics; Jiggs’s democratic instincts and Maggie’s pretensions fought 


ately below) were passive and one-dimensional. But beginning in _ it out in implied criticism of the American dream of unlimited wealth. 
1913, George McManus’ Bringing Up Father began to deal in power —_Jiggs’s successes were achieved by deception, never confrontation. 
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Rudolph Dirks’s Katzenjammer Kids derived from Wilhelm Busch’s 
Max und Moritz, whose popularity in Germany doubtless derived from 
its harmless celebration of rebellion in an otherwise authoritarian 
society. Though an old-fashioned poetic justice demanded that the 
kids would always be caught and spanked, they were never injured. 
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Popeye’s character corresponded to the years when a culturally inferior 
America was becoming the world’s most powerful nation; he was ugly, 
ungrammatical and low-life, but in the end always mastered every situ- 
ation by overwhelming strength. His polarities—innocence and muscle 
—were later on to be separated out into Clark Kent and Superman. 
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Mutt and Jeff. Though Mutt and Jeff would later abandon the 
porated obliquely such moderately daring issues as race: the white hatred for Jack Johnson provided the whole pretext for this sequence, 
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‘The importance of being a winner in America was expressed in such sports-oriented strips as Barney Google, Joe Palooka and the early 
gambling scene for less-colorful themes, while they were there they imcor« 
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AS THE GANG WARS of the Prohibition era moved on- WHY, YOU DIRTY LITTLE 

to America’s front pages, the comics responded by dealing realis- RAT, YOU! YOU WOULD TRY TO 
tically with violence and death. Though at least one violent epi- TAKE US IN, SH? 

sode occurred daily in the strips on the opposite page, no one was ; 

’ really injured by Popeye’s miraculous blows, whereas characters 
in Dick Tracy were tortured and killed with bratal naturalism. 
Within limits established by the crime-fighting perspective, as 
well as by Chester Gould’s inadequacy in anatomy and action 
drawing (note that the mind as well as the eye is required to figure 
out what is happening to Junior below), Tracy reached new 
heights in dramatic realism. Unlike the heroes of the primitive 
Strips, Tracy possessed enough depth and consistency of char- 
acter, and lived a life, however distorted, close enough in its 
motives to the real world that he could become for several years 
a radio serial, making the transfer to the nonvisual medinm 
while remaining recognizable, a transition impossible for Popeye. 
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Reprinted through the courtesy of The Chicago Tribune-N.Y. News Syndicate, Inc, 
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THROUGHOUT THE FIRST DECADES of the comics, sex 


reared its lovely head, but always in innocent ways. Tillie the Toiler, Toots 
and Casper, Rosie’s Beau, and even Blondie displayed provocative female 
figures in endless variations, but the masculine response, usually expressed 
by a short, silly-looking male, never exceeded harmless adolescent jealousy. 
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While sex remained at least diaphanously veiled, the adventure comics 
were more readily accessible to explicit violence, especially if placed in 
the faraway. Harold | Foster’s Prince Valiant, always beautifully ren- 
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The obvious repression of sexual fantasy in such 
Strips as those at left brought its release in the little 
dirty books, or Tijuana Bibles, in which well-known 
comic personalities brought it all out front. The dis- 
tribution system was mysterious, but it worked, 
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SS a ae . 
dered, brought gooseflesh to generations not quite old enough for 


Death in the Afternoon. Scenes of impossible mayhem were rendered 
credible by his painstaking attention to detail, dynamics, and anatomy. 
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7 BUT ERE THU 
ti PAXE CAN FALL, THE “SING 
ING SWORD” SHRIEKS EXULTANTLY, AS 
THE KEEN EDGE BITES THROUGH SHIELD AND HELMET 
AND A WARRIOR'S SOUL GOES WINGING TO VALHALLA. 
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By the mid-Thirties, Freudian consciousness seeping into’ the middle 
classes prepared the comics’ audience for Flash Gordon and its total 
preoccupation with sexual imagery. Above, Flash and his archenemy 
in skintight athletic supporters fight it out with swords in preference to 
ray guns or atomic disintegrators; above at right, the phallic blast-off 
and the typical burlesque-queen feminine costume. Later, the comic 
books would allow even stranger and more elaborate developments. 
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In Terry and the Pirates, Milton Caniff employed a system of illustra- 
tion in which the shadows were as important as the highlighted details. 
The same was true of his characterizations: the Dragon Lady’s secrets 
were kept from the reader as well as from Terry himself. In seeing 
Terry through adolescence, the reader of the funny papers was 
forced face-to-face with some of his own deeper interests and instincts 
—and the comics were ready for complexities like puberty and war. 
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THE COMING OF THE COMIC BOOKS in the 
late Thirties enfranchised new forms of fantasy. Previously, a 
chain of censors—newspaper and syndicate editors and publishers 
—all had to find the material acceptable before it could reach the 
audience. But a single editor and publisher and a single artist 
could produce a comic book, and a phenomenal outpouring of 
imaginative variations on adventure, sex, terror and war 
came within reach of any kid with a dime. They loved it, and 
adults running World War II had no moral standing to object. 
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TT WAS FULLY TEN MINUTES BEFORE I COULD SUMMON 
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THE COMICS OF THE INTELLECTUALS began with Krazy Kat’s infinite variations on the theme of brick Hoo 


| f brick- 
nomics, political issues and even the Newtonian implications of the strips themselves qualified the brightest to read Pogo, Li'l Abner and 
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WHERE DOES IT ALL LEAD? Absolute freedom (or 
total license, depending on your point of view) is where. Barbarella, 
_ though drawn in France, responded to the thruct of the American Six- 
ties by presenting sex as merely sex; the science-fiction apparatus served 
only to provide bizarre backdrops. Gilbert Shelton’s Sergeant Death 
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stands the whole moral apparatus of the war comics on its head, reach- 
ing frantic extremes of fantasy and satire. Now as the Seventies grow 
older, we are told that the national frenzy is subsiding, that America is 
getting calmer and greener. Do you believe it? Skip the headlines and 
turn straight to the funnies, where the whole truth is still out front. 


